A Message from the New Executive Director by Dolan, Jill
City University of New York (CUNY) 
CUNY Academic Works 
Center for LGBTQ Studies (CLAGS) Centers & Institutes 
1996 
A Message from the New Executive Director 
Jill Dolan 
CUNY Graduate Center 
How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know! 
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/clags_pubs/77 
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu 
This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY). 
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu 
The Center for Lesbian and Gay Studies
The Graduate School and University Center of the City University of New York
Summer 1996
Vol. VI, Number 1
It’s Time to Say 
Goodbye
A Message from the 
New Executive Director
It’s nearly ten years to 
the day — March 19, 
1986 — that I gathered 
a small group of friends 
together in my living 
room to discuss the 
possibility of setting up 
a lesbian and gay 
research center. Out of 
that initial gathering, 
the Center for Lesbian 
and Gay Studies was 
born — though it took 
five years of mobiliza­
tion and struggle before CLAGS became formally 
established, in April 1991, at the City University of 
New York Graduate School.
From the beginning, CLAGS saw its mission as 
twofold: to increase the amount of reliable 
scholarship available on the lesbian and gay 
experience, and to disseminate that scholarship 
to a general public. And during the past five 
years, through a series of fellowships, publica­
tions, colloquia and conferences, CLAGS has 
become a vital centerpiece in the burgeoning 
new field of lesbian and gay studies.
The time feels right for me to step down as 
Director. And for several reasons. CLAGS is on a 
sure footing, with (some) money in the bank, a 
large and loyal group of supporters, a dedicated 
staff and Board, and in the wings a gifted, 
seasoned new Director in Jill Dolan. A new gener­
ation needs to reconfigure CLAGS in its own 
image. And I need to reclaim more of my time for 
the research and writing that have always (unlike 
organizational work) centrally defined who I am.
I have no (well, minimal) regrets about having given 
ten years of my life to CLAGS; the work had to 
be done, and I’m proud of our many accomplish­
ments. But in truth. I’m a scholar-hermit by 
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I'm honored and pleased 
to be succeeding Marty 
Duberman as Executive 
Director of CLAGS. I 
taught in theatre and 
drama and women's 
studies at the University 
of Wisconsin-Madison 
before I accepted my 
present position in the 
PhD Program in Theatre 
at the CUNY Graduate 
Center. At Madison, 
teaching and writing in 
lesbian performance theory, the fact that a national 
center for lesbian and gay studies had been established 
in New York gave me a sense that the field in which 
I worked was arriving, securing its legitimacy and its 
vibrancy and insisting on its visibility. In my two years 
at CUN'/, during which I've served on the CLAGS board. 
I've been impressed with the level of activity and 
accomplishment the center can boast: I know of very 
few institutes or associations that manage to sponsor 
and organize as many public events as CLAGS, events 
foundational to the most important conversations 
happening in the field.
I'm eager to facilitate further distinguished, distinctive 
work at CLAGS. It remains enormously important that 
gay and lesbian and queer studies be firmly estab­
lished in the academy, so that the knowledges our 
communities produce and the practices they foster can 
be taught and understood along with more traditional, 
canonical learning. As a nationally visible center,
CLAGS can help advocate for the establishment of gay 
and lesbian studies programs, undergraduate majors, 
and graduate programs, in the CUNY system and 
around the country. Our leadership can provide models 
for curricula that organize gay and lesbian experiences 
and knowledges, our diverse histories and cultures, our 
pains and our pleasures, our insights and our ethics 
into courses and symposia that will train the next
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generation of thinkers, teachers, and activists to know 
the history of our community, its key contributions, and 
its awesome future.
At this point in its history, CLAGS needs to retain the 
grassroots energy that founded the organization while 
assuming the responsibility of institutional position 
and affiliation. Under the good auspices of the CUNY 
Graduate School and University Center — thanks, in 
particular, to the support of President Frances Horowitz 
and Dean Alan Gartner — CLAGS is in a position to 
model coalition-building across academic disciplines, 
and between gay and lesbian studies and the activist 
community. Interdisciplinarity has always been the 
hallmark of gay and lesbian studies; CLAGS has long 
modeled scholarship that builds gay, lesbian, queer- 
specific knowledges through diverse methods and 
across multiple identity and community bases. I look 
forward to fostering conversations among disciplines 
and communities, and to offering CLAGS's resources to 
groups and speakers, scholars and activists who can 
illuminate our multiplicity, our great collective potential.
My experience in lesbian and feminist politics has been 
primarily academic, although I consider the academy to 
be a vital site of activism. In my teaching, my scholar­
ship, my writing, my theatre productions, I have always 
assumed (idealistically and hopefully) that my work 
might have some consequence in a gradual movement 
toward profound social change. I've been lucky enough 
to witness regular changes of consciousness, of politics, 
of affiliation in my undergraduate and graduate students, 
as a result of ideas that seduced them, provoked 
them, compelled them to think differently about their 
relation to culture. I believe that ideas are efficacious, 
that thought has a direct, real effect (teachers, I 
suppose, take this on faith).
The real effect of ideas, of conversations, of workshops 
and town meetings, of publications, monographs, the 
CLAGS NYU series, position papers, of arguments and 
even loud and contentious public fights, is where 
CLAGS can make its greatest contribution. I believe we
are an activist and an academic organization, one that 
can offer our communities a place to think, a place to 
build coalitions across gender, racial, ethnic, class, 
sexual practice, and ability positions that the gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, queer, and transgender movements 
need to actualize.
This is a complex time for gay and lesbian studies in 
the academy. Queer theory has launched a conversation 
about language, about identity, about coalition, in a 
new and different way than our movement addressed 
these topics before "queer" provided itself as an 
umbrella. While the galvanizing force of queer activism 
and theory remains productive, those of us who produce 
and consume it might be be wary of its commodification, 
its insidious stylishness. I'm interested to see how 
different kinds of gay and lesbian (and gender and 
race) epistemologies and political programs will 
reassert themselves in the coming years. CLAGS will 
be deeply invested in these debates, and will take 
a leadership position as our communities come to new 
(and perhaps reembrace old) terms.
In assuming the position of CLAGS's Executive Director,
I see myself as someone adept at enabling others to do 
their best work. I can contribute to CLAGS a clear sense 
of organizational structure and efficient functioning; 
an enthusiasm for projects and programs that will 
continue to bring CLAGS local and national visibility and 
influence; and a vision for gay and lesbian studies 
that will help CLAGS continue to contribute new knowl­
edge about our lives, our ideas, and our communities 
into the 21st century.
On behalf of the CLAGS board, staff, and members, I want 
to thank Marty for his many years of tireless hard work 
and advocacy on behalf of gay and lesbian studies at 
CUNY and in the academy in general. Marty's dedication, 
fervor, and leadership have secured CLAGS's future.
I look forward to working with all of you; your work, your 
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temperament, and the daily grind of organizational 
work has never been entirely congenial to me. And, 
sometimes, it has been downright unpleasant, par­
ticularly during those periods — inevitable in move­
ment work — when internal factionalism develops, 
tempers fray and accusations fly. Yet such periods of 
self-scrutiny and criticism are, however painful, 
essential; they allow for new voices and agendas 
to emerge, they keep our organizations true to their 
stated purposes, and they ensure that those purpos­
es will constantly be refined to meet shifting condi­
tions and needs.
It has been a great privilege to be part of an enter­
prise that has done so much to challenge outmod­
ed, stereotypic views of nonconforming gender and 
sexual behavior — and thereby, ultimately, to 
changing statutes, legal opinions, hearts and 
minds. 1 deeply thank the many thousands of you 
who have shared our sense of the importance of 
CLAGS’s work and have contributed time and 
money toward ensuring its continuance. I have the 
deepest confidence in those who are taking over the 
reins at CLAGS, and I urge all of you to give them 
your ongoing support. Certainly they will have mine.
Martin Duberman
2
